Introduction
Acquired methaemoglobinaemia is rare but may occur after ingestion of nitrates or nitrites in food' or water, or after using drugs such as sulphonamides, phenacetin2 or nitroglycerin.3 Sodium nitrite and nitrate solution is widely used to retard bacterial growth and to preserve the colour of lean meat. 4 The upper legal limit of nitrite concentration in meat is 200 ppm. We report an outbreak of methaemoglobinaemia, due to ingesting meat contaminated with high concentrations of nitrite.
Case reports
Cases I and 2 A 41 year old woman and her 18 year old son presented 2 hours after eating pickled pork, complaining that they were nauseous and weak, and had turned blue. They were centrally cyanosed but not dyspnoeic. There was no evidence of cardiopulmonary or other disease, and no history of drug ingestion. Chest X-ray electrocardiogram, full blood count and serum biochemistry were normal. Blood gas analysis showed hypoxia (Table I) . The blood samples were noted to be dark brown but the significance or this was not immediately appreciated. The patients were treated with 35% oxygen and improved symptomatically. The cyanosis cleared and blood gas analysis became normal within 12 hours. Methaemoglobin concentrations, measured later on the admission blood samples, were 23% in the woman and 7.7% in her son (normal < 1%). (A third family member who had also eaten the meat was admitted at the same time to another hospital with similar symptoms, signs and clinical course.)
Case 3
Four days later, an unrelated 36 year old man was admitted unconscious. No history was available. He was deeply centrally cyanosed, and had a tachycardia of 120 beats/min and a respiratory rate of 28/min. Physical examination was otherwise normal and chest X-ray, electrocardiogram and serum biochemistry were also normal. Blood gas analysis showed profound hypoxia (Table I ). The sample was noticed to be dark brown. In view of this, the clinical presentation and knowledge of the previous cases, methaemoglobin concentration was measured immediately and found to be 66%. The patient was treated with high concentration oxygen and 10 ml of 1% methylene blue were injected intravenously. He recovered consciousness and the cyanosis cleared within minutes. He subsequently told ofeating pickled pork one hour before the episode.
The meat in both instances had been bought in the 
